THE   MAN'S   AIMS   AND   SIGNIFICANCE

man had a right to his own opinions; absolute independ-
ence of mind was essential. Himself a free spirit, he
looked upon it as a fettering of the delightful manifolded-
ness of the universe when, from pulpit or university chair,
a man declared his truth to be the only truth, to be a
special message which God had whispered into his ear
and his ear alone. His life long and with the full powers
of his brilliant and incisive intelligence, he fought inces-
santly against the crazy dogmatism of fanatics, and
seldom was he able to smile indulgently over his enemies'
vagaries. In these rare and auspicious moments, narrow-
minded fanaticism appeared merely as a regrettable sign
of intellectual limitation, as one of the many forms of
"stultitia" whose thousands of varieties and shapes he
made such delicious fun of in his In Praise of Folly, where
he achieves a most amusing classification. He himself
was absolutely fair-minded and incapable of prejudice, so
that he could be genuinely sorry7 even for his bitterest
enemy whose foibles he understood. At bottom, how-
ever, Erasmus always felt that this ill-omened character-
istic of human nature, this fanaticism, would disturb his
own spiritual world and the gentle tenor of his life.

For Erasmus's mission, the meaning of his existence
was to bring into a harmonious synthesis all the contra-
dictions which the human brain is capable of entertain-
ing. He was of a conciliatory disposition; or, as Goethe
(who had, in common with Erasmus, a strong dislike of
extremes) phrased it, his was a cccommunicative nature."
Every mighty upheaval, every tumultus> every clamorous
and multitudinous wrangle, was antagonistic to his sense
of clarity and reasonableness in the domain of thought.
He felt it to be his vocation to fight for universal lucidity.
In especial, he looked upon war as the grossest and most
powerful manifestation of inner contradictions, and as
irreconcilable with his conception of what constituted a
moral and reflective man. His greatest asset was that he
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